July 13th, 2008, Sermon:  “The Sower and the Soil”
( Texts:  Isaiah  55:10-13;  Romans 8:12-17;  Matthew  13:1-9, 18-23 )

************************************************************************
     Today’s sermon as well as the sermons for the next two Sundays will be based on sections of Matthew chapter 13 where we find various “kingdom parables” of Jesus.  Now, if we want to understand these “kingdom parables” we must first understand what a “parable” is and also what “The Kingdom of God” is.
     So, first of all, what is a parable?  Well, when we hear that word “parable” we usually think of a story that a person uses to illustrate a point.  Someone tells a parable to help people better understand an idea he or she is trying to convey.  We expect people to hear a parable and then say:  “Oh, I get what you mean.  Now I understand perfectly!”

     However, what may surprise you is that most of the parables told by Jesus do NOT have that result.  Instead, when Jesus tells a parable, more times than not, the people are often confused and confounded.  What’s going on here?

     If you examine the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke (John doesn’t record any parables of Jesus) you will find that Jesus tells parables to sort out those who don’t believe in Him from those who do.  
     Those who do NOT believe in Jesus hear His parables and conclude that He is either crazy or evil.  They hear Jesus’ parables and walk away without even trying to understand. 
     In contrast, those who DO believe in Jesus hear His parables and they come to Jesus in humble faith for further clarification.  The believers say:  “Jesus, we don’t fully understand.  Please explain your teaching to us.  You are our Lord and Savior.  Help us understand what you are saying.”
     But you might still wonder why Jesus’ tells unclear parables instead of speaking plainly.  Well, if you read the first 12 chapters of Matthew’s Gospel you see that Jesus DOES speak plainly about repentance and the forgiveness that only He can give us.  But many refuse to hear Jesus’ plain words.
     Therefore, Jesus tells parables to sort out the unbelievers from the believers.  For example, our Gospel reading for today is Matthew 13:1-9 and 18-23.  Verses 1-9 are the parable about the Sower and the Soils, and then verses 18-23 are Jesus’ explanation of that parable’s meaning for His disciples.

     But listen to verses 10-12 which appear after Jesus’ parable and before Jesus’ explanation:  “The disciples came to [Jesus] and asked, ‘Why do you speak to the people in parables?’  Jesus replied, ‘The knowledge of the kingdom has been given to you, but not to them.  Whoever has will be given more, and he will have an abundance.  Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him.’”
     Wow!  Did Jesus really say that?  Those words of Jesus seem so unfair.  Those who have will be given more, and those who don’t have will lose even what little they do have.  But you need to understand that Jesus is talking about the difference between believers and unbelievers.  

     We heard a similar statement from last Sunday’s Gospel reading where we heard these words of Jesus:  “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.”  As we learned last Sunday, the “wise and learned” are those who think that Jesus’ teaching is foolishness whereas the “little children” are those who have been given the ability to trust Jesus and His Word.  

     Therefore, those who don’t have faith in Jesus will lose everything in the end when they stand condemned on the Day of Judgment.  But those who repent and trust in Jesus will inherit the abundant mercy and love of God in His eternal Kingdom.
     So, when Jesus tells His parable about the Sower and the Soil, people respond in one of two ways.  The believers say:  “I’m not sure I fully understand your story, Jesus.  But you are my Lord and Savior, and your Word is truth.  I want to understand what you are teaching me.  Help me, Jesus!  Help me understand!”  In contrast, the unbelievers say:  “Who does this Jesus think He is, anyway?  Why can’t Jesus give sermons that make sense to me?  I don’t think I can learn anything of value from His teaching.” 

Now we know what Jesus meant when He said:  “Whoever has will be given more, and he will have an abundance.  Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him.” 

     Well, now we know how Jesus used parables.  Next, we need to recognize that all the parables in Matthew chapter 13 are about The Kingdom of God.  Now, when we hear that word “kingdom” we think of earthly kings who rule over people and go to war against other kings and their kingdoms.  
     However, the Kingdom that Jesus brings into this world is something totally different from our experience with earthly kingdoms.  God’s Kingdom is about God’s Son entering this evil world to serve and save His enemies.  

     Those who receive Jesus as King receive His love and salvation.  Those who reject Jesus as King remain slaves in the kingdom of the devil.  God’s Kingdom is about Jesus striving to save His enemies so they can become beloved citizens of His eternal Kingdom of love and life.  But those who reject Jesus’ Kingdom will sadly remain in their own self-made kingdom of sin and death.

     With that understood, let’s examine Jesus’ parable about the Sower and the Soil.  Jesus tells the crowds about a farmer who sows seed in various kinds of soil – but only one kind of soil yields a harvest.  The other soils yield only death. 

     Now, this parable doesn’t seem to make any sense.  Why would a farmer deliberately sow seed on bad soil?  Well, what the unbelievers don’t understand or accept is that the various soils represent sinners who need the salvation that only Jesus can give.  Jesus sows the seed of His word on all kinds of soil because He wants all to be saved and become citizens of His kingdom.  
     However, the unbelievers think that Jesus doesn’t know what He’s talking about and so they walk away.  But those who believe know that Jesus is trying to make a spiritual point about God’s Kingdom, and so they come to Jesus for clarification.
     Jesus then gives this explanation.  The farmer or sower is God.  The seed He sows is His Word.  The various soils are people in various stages of being able to receive God’s Word.  Now, only the GOOD soil that has been ploughed up and cleared of rocks and weeds can receive Jesus’ teaching about the forgiveness of sin and new life with God that only He can give us.
     Therefore, the 3 types of BAD soil are people who do not recognize how sinful they really are and therefore they do not appreciate Jesus’ teaching about forgiveness and salvation.

     For example, the hard soil on the path represents those whose hearts are completely hardened to Jesus’ Word about forgiveness because they either deny they have any sin or they think that their good deeds outweigh their bad deeds, and so they don’t need a Savior.  Therefore, when they hear Jesus preach “Repent and believe the Good News” they are indifferent to that message or even offended by it.  God wants to save them.  Unfortunately, when they hear the Good News they either ignore it or even despise it.  The devil remains their master – whether they realize it or not.

     Next, the soil with rocks represents those who like Jesus at first, but then later lose their faith in Jesus.  Why does this happen?  Because they wrongly think the Good News means that they won’t have to suffer in this life.  They wrongly think that the Gospel means that everything will go their way.     
    Sadly, they don’t understand that the true message of the Gospel is about the forgiveness of sins.  Therefore, when such people face persecution for being followers of Jesus, they run away from Jesus instead of trusting in Him all the more.
     Now, the soil with weeds and thorns is similar to the soil with rocks.  Such people hear the Good News and like it at first, but they later lose their faith in Jesus as well.  Why does this happen?  Again, they wrongly think that the Good News is about “health, wealth and prosperity” in this life instead of having your sins forgiven and being reconciled to God.  
     Such people see God as a Divine Santa Claus and not as their Savior from sin.  Therefore, when such people face times of hardship in this world they get bitter against God because they think He’s not giving them what they deserve.  As a result, they turn their backs on Jesus.  In the same way, when such people find out that they can acquire more pleasure and prosperity by ignoring God’s Word and doing their own thing they quickly turn their backs on Jesus.  
     Now, in contrast to these 3 BAD soils, the GOOD soil is land that has been ploughed up and then cleared of rocks and weeds so that the Good News about forgiveness can take root and grow freely – producing an abundant harvest of faith and good works. 
     In other words, the GOOD soil represents people who recognize their sin and their need for the mercy, love and life that only Jesus can give them.  The message of forgiveness through Jesus reaches deep into their hearts and minds.  The result is that they can’t get enough of Jesus!  No matter what happens, they just keep wanting more of Jesus and His teaching - and the result is that their faith in God grows stronger.  As Jesus said in John chapter 15:  “If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from Me you can do nothing.”
     Now, with all that understood, it is important for us to realize that each and every one of us could easily be one of those first 3 soils that yield only death.  In fact, sometimes we’re like the hard soil and the message of forgiveness bounces off our hearts.  Sometimes we’re like the rocky soil, and we turn away from Jesus when being a Christian isn’t popular.  Sometimes we’re like the weedy soil, and we turn away from Jesus during times of hardship or during times of prosperity.  In fact, without Jesus, we’d always and only be BAD soil!

    So, how do we get to be GOOD soil?  If we are to be GOOD soil that receives the Good News of the forgiveness of sin in such a way that our faith in Jesus grows and flourishes, then we must first be ploughed up.  Our hardened pride must be broken; the sinful rocks and weeds must be removed.       
     However, as any farmer can tell you, a field can’t plough itself.  If left to ourselves, we would yield only death.  But thanks be to God!  The Sower who sows the seed that saves you is also the One who makes you into GOOD soil!

     For example, God uses His Word of judgment and repentance to humble you and plough up the hardened pride in your life that keeps the message of forgiveness from taking root in your heart and mind.  God uses His Word of judgment to rip out the rocks and weeds that keep you from appreciating the good news of forgiveness.  God uses His Word of judgment to show you your sin and the damnation you deserve.  He does this to make you into GOOD soil in which Jesus’ words of forgiveness will produce a harvest of strong faith and godly living.

     So, do you want to be GOOD soil?  Then continue to learn from Jesus.  As we heard from Jesus last Sunday:  “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me,…”  Also, in John chapter 8 Jesus says:  “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”
In addition, listen to what the Apostle Paul writes in Colossians chapter 3:  “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.”
     Jesus preached about the Kingdom of God.  Jesus preached these words:  “Repent, for the Kingdom of God is near!”  In other words, acknowledge that you have sinned against God and deserve nothing but His wrath.  Then rejoice in the fact that this same God has sent His Son to save you from your sins by suffering God’s wrath in your place so that you might be forgiven and live in God’s love forever.  

     God brought you to this place today for a reason.  Jesus wants you to hear His Word so that you can be GOOD soil in which His good news of forgiveness draws you closer and closer to Him and His eternal Kingdom of mercy and love.
     Jesus uses His Word of judgment to convict you of sin so that you will always be aware of your need for His salvation.  Jesus uses His Word of mercy to comfort you – assuring you that your sins are forgiven through His sacrifice; assuring you that God loves you and that you have the hope of eternal life with Him.  Jesus will also use His Word to teach you how you get to live as His children so that you can learn to say “No” to sin and “Yes” to God’s gracious will for your lives.  So, praise be to the Sower who makes us into GOOD soil in which His Word grows and flourishes – producing a harvest of faith and good works.  Amen!
